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- X% has long beon evidont that the pheasant in-this country 4o a bird of.
ngriculturo, ‘Also, it hno bocomd quito apparont’ that. within thn' ‘Aimits of ita. o

. rango, tho .bettor the npriculturu the bottor things are for. this spocios, From

" the nature of tho bird's requiremonts,. however, it sooms obvious that even the -
phaasant can have too much agriculture; that thore: ‘st Yo a point whore in- ‘-a:-.
eroasingly intonsified use of even the most fertilo and productivo farmlnnd will, - N
through reduction of effective winter covor, ‘oventunlly result in lowor: rlnpneck -"L~TJJ:L
‘potentinl, Yot wo find in Michigan that, in gonornl our boat and moat’ intensivo-— '
ly used farmland continues to produce the ‘state's highest bir ‘populntions, “We ' .-
are.lol to suspoct that the ringneck can get alony with loss“winter covar thnn.fl'ﬂ..?ﬁf ;
wo had supposed. Just how much cover doea the pheasant neod? At what peint -
doos cleanor farming bocome criticnl? What can wo oxpoct 1n tho futurn on landn
that are yoar by Year boinb croppad more 1ntanaivoly? oLl T

;-

" One appronch 4o unuworinr these queationn 18 %0 study casa hintorioa..,:'.i /
to oxamine the rocords of specific arean whore both:1and use history ‘and phoascat . y
populntion: figurea are available. The 8,400 acre Prairie . Farm in Sng;nnm|county,4
Michigan is such an arca.. We have had . the ‘opportunity: tharo of nbnorvine both / Ly
pheasant numbors and land’ use chnugea in enough dotail and: over ‘a’long enough _lﬁ‘%i R
period to ostablish some. npparent rolationships, In recent’ yonra ‘the fortilo = ffl., R
acros of this aroa Jhave boen puahnd to high level proﬂuction. and 1t now'looks Z;*/ﬂ.it,.x
an’ though farming may have gotten:the beat: of the.pheasant, " Tha! nvailnble data’ ,/

_.on Prairie: .Fars-land. use nnd phenannt numhpra are aummnrized in_this: pnpor.»r~vfn
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. Shick (1952) in hia dotnilod report on Prnirio Farm phonuant ntudina. AR
. concluded that up. through 1942, at loast, conditions for phonsants improved. asf, o
cropping. 1noroaaad on.the aren. “He felt that by tho early 1940's when his ntudy T
' .-torminated the afon was.at an optimum for phomsants and that-thoy were “Umited|!
neither by food nor cover doficioncios.r HacMullan (1949):4n comparing Prniriof
. Farm conditions in the 1ate, 1940’ with 'thoso on Pelss. Islnnd, Ontario, 1ndicatad :
. that things were not as thoy usod to be on the farm' and: hetnuggoatod that_ a' - -sf'wi
- ‘recont trond toWard' ‘claan forning had: roduced the Hichignn area's pheuaant ;-'“' 8
o potontinl. _The” avniluhlo facts appear to bear out this viow.‘,Pheannnt numhexnfz
.- .on the:; Prairie Farm have’ recently ghrunk to.a rraotion of “their former abundanco,
L e nAAnomo drastio changon in cover .and cropn’ have: occurrod. Thn prenont pnperL‘\jf _
3 7$_V¢&vrepreaontaga compllntlon of -Prairie Farm phennant and ‘land’use 'data bringing iﬁ‘_
'-f;jShiok'n information up. to ‘dato; Hith figuroa obtained in’ aubuequant lese’ dotn '
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e _ Firnu of n11. o WOrd of explanution about %he Srairie Farm. Its namo.
nhould not bo taken to mean that the area is of tTue prairie origin in-the - .~
_ecological sonso of the torm, It was, in faoct, onte marshland and swamp hardwcod
foroat, pazt of the flood plain of tho Saginaw River near its mouth in bnginaw

" Hny The rich, poorly drained clay and muck goils of the area wero reclaimed
- for u(rioultural uae somo 50 yoars ago by monns of g system of drainage canals
:and surrounding dykea, Exhaunt pumps lovwor the water $able within tho dykes in

 spring flood porieds to the extent that field work on tho farm ie normnlly

‘ uovoral woaks ahond of nddointng landn.,,“ = o P ; ¢
.‘;' ' The 8, uoo ncroa within the dykos woro ovned and op0ratod bv a :
. cooparutive group in thoe oarly 1930'a,  During the depression the unit was takon : ¢

ovor by the federnl government and controlled by the ¥arm Security Admintatrntion.
- Parcols wore lonsed annually to local farmers who oporated them largely on &’

" ‘cagh crop basis, . During World Wer II the land was returned to private hands
und tho area is now owned and operated by a numbor of 1nd1v1dua1 fnrmera.

: Lo Aa in tho rest of tna atate, phanannts Pot thoir atart on tho urea )
‘. with a fovw rather small reoleases during tho perioed 1915:to 1920, By 193?, when . -
N o recorda wera hegun, ringnocks wore woll established and thriving on’the Prairia .
a ¥arm, For several yoars an: intonnive, yoar-around pheaannt research program wna
cnrried on by the Michigan Dopartment of Conservation, and a groat. donl:-was '
" lonrned about population dynamics on the area.. A complote check of hunters waa

1o e

"~ made possidl by a permit system ot publie hunting and by tho limited access to |

/tho area.  cince this. stuldy closed in 1943 a ‘Berios of leas datailed investigations
7 and an annunl bap check huvo Popt population figures rensonnbly complate and up
‘_'_, S to dute. S e “raaea E R
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B I Aa mny he geon from tne graph in Figure 1 phonsants on tho Jrairie )

e .Farm' quite definitely have had ‘their ups and downs duting the past 16 years, They.
-.{A "climbed from modorante numbers in 1937 %o a fluctuating high level in the early
19&0'0, then plunged to an unprocedonted low in 1948, A dina:nointinply slow '
racovery in two successive years raised numbors only slightly. nnd ' they have now- {

IR ,;;, 2T ok an- (1950) has- pointed out: thet though the  oxtremé Low of 1948."
M vwan due ‘i1 part to spring £;ooding that year, tho area was soon repopulatcd from
;;;xﬁﬁ,ﬁ' ndjoining verritory and’ 4n two.yoars hud fully recovered from offacts of. .thnb

~° iy catastrophy, The flOﬂdiﬂG. ‘though 1t accentuated ho low, wns. responsidle < <7
;"_gﬁﬁ” neither for the alroady occurring docline nor for tho nubnequant failure to
rocovor fully. I PUR £ 1 e ‘
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Pnoasant harvant on. thn fnrm during the 16 yeura -has followed popu— L l{.')

.cack’ populutionn.,‘The high’ yeara of  th2 enirly 1940's-ylelded harvests an great
,.aa 15 ‘to 20 oocka-per 100 acres. nnd buga sinco 19ua hnwe renainod botwnen 20 T T
r and 3 cocks per 100 acran. G, A ATy e E
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o | Dho- aron was subjectod to phenomenal hunting'pransurea during the high £
A?yanra. Soasonal totala as great as 200 gun | hourn .per 100 acres ara roported by B

‘ =’5h1ck and, 881 ho- pointa out; - thene ortrems- “pressures did-not resnlt in n over- . T o T
harvonting cocku. .High_productivity s waa mnintained and’ porhaps ‘éven stimlatod '
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oveled off nt a woint onlv ono tnnth ag: 5ront aa their former abxﬂdance. : f : '

lntiona“quito cloaaly. “K111 has. ‘rangod from 60 percent to 90 parcent of pro-season ISR
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Figure 1, PUHEASANY POPULATION CHANGES
PRAIRIE FARM AND SAGINAW COUNTY

1937~1953
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Taking a look at pheuannts outaido tho aron on fimilar qunlity rango we
. find- thnt tho k{11 trond in Saginaw Gounty vas upward to s penk in 1904, .then a
ulump to o low in 1947, .and a stoady recovery-since (sec Figure 1), Thoaa upe
o and downs roughly match those of the Prairie Xarm yet they ahow 1mportnnt '
Wt differences. The -riso to former abundance was not As apectaocular, the alump was
" .. " not nn doop and rocovery hns been much more nntinfuctory., K111 in Saginaw County
-now stands. at nhout 80 percont of what it wags in. the peak year, and- on the
Prairio Fa arm'it 1o now only 10 porcent of ite former high. ‘

The trend in ntute-wide pheannnt kill, ap computed from thuntor report

cnrda, Looks mich 1like that of Saginaw County. Oroatent kill was in 1944, a e
nlump beginaing in 1945 reached a-low in 1947, A fairly stendy climb since then .

~ hag’ brought the current harvest up to about 75 purcont of the .194h penk. In 4
. BOmO - counties tho kill during the pant two vearas hns been hirhor than any provioun Co s

yﬂurc

e From ‘suoh’ compnriaona it 1s obvious thnt Prairle Farm phenuantu ‘have .

. not kept Aup with the curront trend displayed by most of the state's ringneck

q'ff population. = Birds on the aren appear to huave followed state-wide changes up . .

";« until -the slump’ period.’ From then on they have falled to conform. .Their downwnrd

’slide vas more. procipitous, thoy dropped lowor, and they hnwo rucovorod ucnrcoly

at all. Some continuing miafortuno hnn befnllon thom. : . .

S Now for a’ look at 1and une chnnpas on the. farm during the poriod. L

Briofly. thoy have all beon in one direction--more intensified and:more officient

:.u.w farmina with an increasing pr oportion of the land under cultivation. Mgure 2

e, ocmparoa the porcentngas of cultivated and uneultivated land for the years 1937,

TTT’ 1941, 1949, ‘and 1953, From 1937.to 1941- the nultivated portion incroased from’

SO ‘‘nbout ‘30 percont to arcund 70 percent.of .the area, - Shick (1952) pointed out

"that this change vwas largoly beneficial. to phoannntn since it groatly incrensed

© food supplies without soriously reducing or impairing the various kinds of cover

requirod by pheansants at different times of the year. - - He felt thnt winter cover

S in 1941 wae more than ndequate and that an additionnl 25.to 30 percent of
:~ﬁ~-~r~w~romnininr cover could be-romovod without. boing.detrimental: to: phennanta. Stnee . ool

& that date the cultivatod aren of the farm has incrensed ntendily, and’ the loas

U f? of ‘potential wintor cover has amounted to at 1onat h5 porcont., The Prairio Fnrm

IR now 10 83 percant cultivatod lnnd . :

e Uncultivated lnnd on. thia area conaista ‘of. waodlots and mixed brushy
and horbaceoua growth, The woods are a swamp hardwood mixturs, largoly olm, . nah

;' .. and.soft maplo, Moot of the woodlots havo been pastured in the past and have - ’.w;
=i ldttle undorgrowth.” Brushy and herbaceous cover is composed mainly of grasses,
ST ipodges,” goldenrod, ‘siant- rriyweed; willow, and aspan reproduction in varying amounta
o and mixturos, The brushy, weedy areas and. ‘the ungrazed woodlote. nll- ‘provide - . ~
tv;g;nv- oxcellont winter sholter for pheasants,. Ditchen, gpoilbanks, dykes, and roadsides -
B when left ntouched rnpidly grov up to densa wesdy, brushy. travelwnyn. “In the T
Lo ) days of federal’ ohneruhip thore wos little mnintenance on the roads or canal - '
n;etem. .and the farm.wis intorldccd with & network of such fine phonsant travol -
~lanos and nesting .sites, In rocont yenrse private owners have given much nore .
7. 'uttention to cleaning up such areas, Ditchos nov are.dredgod out periodicnlly._-f"
‘Inpoilbnnka and ‘rondsides aro cultivated to-keep down: ‘woeds, and only a few of the ~ =
--,1arger dykes. remain ‘grown up to any extent, It should be pointod out that while . '
. those changos .ropresent shrinkage in pheasant covor they do no% show up in the:
figuros on chungos in aren of tilled and untilled land sinco the ditoh-dyko-road . :
" aystem hos continued to ba claseed as uncultivated land" and occupien roughly the " -
same nrea throughout tho poriod. . N
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Fipure 2, PRAIRIE FARM LANY) USE. PERCENT
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| Table 1, PRAIRIE FARM CROPS . o = /%)
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Figuro 3., GHANGES IN UNGULTIVATED ' LAYD- ON THE FRAIRIE FARH
, 1937-1953
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In Figura 3 tho diagrams ohow how tho uncultivated aroas huve boan
continually reduced in sizo .and number and are at prosent (1953) reatricted to
o fow. pcnttored locations on opponite sides of the farm, Only one of: thene 18
of valuo to pheasants, The four areas on the wost side are woodlota, ~onco .
pastured and now 1ittle usod by pheasants, The ono piece of untilled land on
the oast sido, largoly hrush and brushy woodlot, provides oxcollent pheasant .
covor and 4s a heavily used winher concontration area. This brushy pntch_and
the remaining brushy interior dykoo &re the only effectivo winter cover arens
] loft on the Prairie Xarm, . The land that has been put into cultivation aince
1941 was largely of the brushy-vweedy typv all oxcellent winter cover and
frequnntly uped for nonting. , KR

Changos in porcantnra composition of Prnirio Farm cropn havo bean
drastic during the peried of rocord. In the years of pheasant buildup main crops
; wero nmall groins (largely wintor wheas and. barley), sugar veets, and corn. . In
- 1937 theno crops occupied raespe~tively 0 percent,. 25 percent, and 13 purcont of
the cultivated arca. At the time pheasants wera moot plentiful, 1941, emphnsis

hod shifi.l from small grains to whites beans (navy beans), vhich then were grown . . .~

_ “on 33 percent ot the cropland., Beols #till occupiod around 3O porcent, corn was
grown on 11 percont, and small grains on 7 percent of the farm. Also’ in that -
_ year 10 porcent of the cropland stood fullow, “In the years esince pheasmnt nunbers
heve turnod downward there hes tooen a 84ift ‘back to small grains,. - In 1549 thoy
were provn on 61 percent of the cultivated acreoge; beots and beans occupied RPN
nearly equal areas, 16 and 15 percent respectivoly, and corn had dropped to a
vory low acroage, only 2 percent of tho cropland, - In uddition.to main cr-ps
relatively umnll aorenges of hay and of special crops.such as cucumbora, mint,
and potatoas have beon raised oench yenr. Recently somno of tha hoana hnve been -
S HOYBRANB - et e e e D e e D i o i e e
In the years of pheasant abun“ance crop wastoge wus much greater than.
nov, Shick estimated thnt on an average 25 to 30 percent of all crops planted
romained unharvested, either as residuo or because of abandonment. Fiolds were
froquently abandoned vecause of inferior quality or excessive weediness of the
crops, Also, in those days, with poorer drainnge and little road maintenance,
gotting equipment on the land was a major problem in both spring and fall, nnd
overy ysar there were somo fields that Just couldn't bo hnrventud. What thnt
meant to phennanta on the area 1n eauy to *umpina. -

. frequent fullowing of fields .nlso: resulted from this ovar prennnt N
prob1nm of getting on the lend, Fields that couldn't be worked in the spring
_vere left fallow and they quickly grew up to dense stands of weeda. It was .
sotimated :that at lennt 20 percent of the farmland stood idle each year for: this
O raaaon.- . . .

: " 1n recent yoars there has beun vary 11=tle of thia ino ficiont usea, .
ia Much of the area has bean tiled, ditches are kent opon, and 'roads are improved
and now maintained by the county, - All fields are worked every year, and only

an occanional beau fiald is nbandoned in vho fnll becaune of excenaive weedinesa.-

!all plowing hna increassed grently on tha aren since 1942, In the daya
_,"umwmwuﬂof faderal_ownership-tracts were . lonsed to oporators on an onaunl bnuia. and few
.-/ lussees took ‘tha chance of - turntnﬁ ‘fields in-che fall” they “might not  ledAse agaln T
:TTET_“;_W";_F_in_tho spring._ Now, under_private operation, ! fall plowing 1o the rule, weather
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A1l theso factors combine to make.the present Prairic Farm a bleak

: fund bnrfen lpndscape in winter. The bare ground of fall plowed fields, the

many acres of winter :hont. the clean ditches and spoilbanks, all useless to

- pheasants, are in narked contrast to the area that onco was Judgod to have a

superabundance of. both food and cover, ‘In recent winters pheasants have largely

" peen restricted in their activities to-the only remaining extensive cover aren,

about 200 acres.of brush nnd weeds along the enst dyke.  Thae farm now winters
flocks of only a faw hundrod 'birds where ouco thnre were: numbe:a as high an 2,000,

Horo. iﬂ summary. are the facts on Prairio Farm phaasants und lnnd use
changes. Pra-hunting soasen cock populations climbed from 13.7 per.100 nares in
1937 to a high of 22,9 in 1941, ‘Thoy then, in common with the state-wide frend, ’
began to fall off rapidly, - By 1947 they vero down to 2,8, only 12 percent of their,
provious high, Populations in surrounding Saginaw County by that yecar had dropped -

- to a point around 30 percont of what it had been, . .In 1948 floodinr further raeduced

Prairie Farm numbers to a low point of 1.7 cocks por 100 acres. ' That year in
Saginaw County and the rest of southorn Michigan ringnecks: bogan o rapid recovery
which by 1952 had returned thom to 4 position some 75 percont as. high oa the"
pravious peak. Prairie Farm phoneants,  in-contrast inerensed moderately for two
vears then leveled off and are now only about 15 poercent as numerous as in their
high yoars, Cultivation of the Prairie Xarm has progressed from 30.porcent of .
the area in 1937 to 70 percont in 1941, and to 83 percent in 1953. This trond
roduced the various kinds of cover required by pheasnnts at different times of the
year. Crops have changed from Yeana, sugar beste, and corn in 1941 to whoat and
barley, beets, and beans .at the prosent time, a1l plowing has incroased and
drainage hns been greatly improved. Iiald borders, ditch banks, and roadsade

_.areas all of which:provided good nesting sites havo beon_cleoned up, . In gencral,

the land is being used much more efficiently than it over wag before. It appears
that pheasante benefited greatly as more and more of the wei, fertile aoil was
reclaimed and farmed; but as cultivation continued to incranno. and farming was
intensified, n point of diminishing roturns was reached, and now pheasants on the

Prairie Form hove become a ahrunken bJ-product of & highly productive farming
aroa,
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